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THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE BAPTISM OF JESUS FOR 
HIS CONCEPTION OF HIS AUTHORITY 



PROFESSOR SAMUEL DICKEY 
McCormick Theological Seminary, Chicago 



Few things about Jesus are more striking or unquestionable 
than his sense of authority. For a man without ambition, the very 
assumption of such a public career as his would be inexplicable 
without it. Nor was this sense of authority merely subjective. 
He gave to others also the impression of a unique possession of 
it. 1 Though he taught the brotherhood of all, he did not imply 
all were equally important. The " talents" were not equally dis- 
tributed, nor did he choose all his disciples to be apostles, or equally 
his intimates. 2 John the Baptist was to him as great as any born 
of women. But one of the " lesser" in the kingdom of heaven 
was greater than he. 3 Yet his own sense of authority in that 
kingdom was such that to those who would be its members he 
said simply, " Follow me," 4 "He that is not with me is against 
me," 5 "If any man cometh unto me, and hateth not his own father, 
and mother, and wife, and children, and brethren, and sisters, 
yea, and his own life also, he cannot be my disciple." 6 

This sense of authority expressed itself also in authoritative 
acts: he legislated like another Moses, and his "But I say unto 
you" was valid not only against human traditions, but the 
Mosaic law itself. 7 He blessed some, 8 and pronounced woes upon 

1 Cf. Mark i:22 = Matt. 7:2o=Luke 4:32. 

2 Cf. Jiilicher, Kultur der Gegenwart, I, 4, p. 57. 
^ Matt. n:n=Luke 7:28. 

4 Mark 1:17; 2:14; 8:34; 10:21; Matt. 8: 22= Luke 9:59. 

5 Matt. i2:30=Luke 11:23. 

6 Luke 14:26; cf. Matt. 10:37. Though this passage may have undergone some 
generalizations (cf. Denney, Jesus and the Gospel, 207), the assumption is in any case 
stupendous. 

7 "Thou shalt not kill," "commit adultery," "forswear thyself," Matt. 5:21, 
27, 33. Cf. Schiirer, Das messianische Selbstbewusstsein Jesu Christi, 9 f. 

8 Mark 10:16; Matt. 5:3 f.=Luke 6:20 f.; Matt. n:6=Luke 7:23; Matt. 
i3:i6 = Luke 10:23; Matt. 24:46 = Luke 12:43; cf- a l so Matt. 16:17; Luke 11:28; 
24:50. 
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others, 9 and these blessings and woes were sometimes closely con- 
nected with relationship to himself, " Whosoever confesses me before 
men, I will confess before my father," 10 " Blessed is he who is not 
offended in me," 11 " Whosoever shall cause one of these little ones 
that believe in me to stumble, it were better for him if a great 
millstone were hanged about his neck and he were cast into the 
sea." 12 He assumed even to forgive sins, a prerogative restricted 
by his contemporaries to God alone, 13 though foretold as char- 
acteristic of the messianic age. 14 It is very plain, too, that he 
had a distinct consciousness of possessing a vocation, a particular 
mission. This is proved by the many passages where he speaks 
of himself as having "come," or having been "sent." 15 Especially 
significant is his consciousness of having "come to seek and to 
save that which was lost.'' 16 

But what was the concrete form in which this consciousness of 
authority clothed itself? Can we assume that Jesus conceived 
himself as the Messiah, and not as Rabbi (Master, Teacher) or 
Prophet — the other religiously authoritative figures of his people ? 
This assumption has been denied in recent years, 17 or has been 
accepted so hesitatingly as to be practically of no value in explain- 
ing the consciousness of Jesus. 18 And yet we think the evidence 

9 Mark 14:21 and parallels; Matt. n:2i=Luke 10:13; Matt. 23:13 f. = Luke 
11:42 f.; cf. also Mark 13:17; Matt. 18:7. 

10 Matt. 10:32 =Luke 12:8. 

"Matt. n:6 = Luke 7:23. 

12 Mark 9:42 and parallels; cf. vs. 37 and parallels. 

** Mark 2:5 f. and parallels; cf. Luke 7:47. 

x -» Jer. 31:34; 33:8; Zech. 3:9; 13:1; Dan. 9:24; cf. Volz, Judische Escha- 
tologie, 197. 

x s Mark 1:38 and parallels; 2:17 and parallels; 9:37 and parallels; 10:45 an d 
parallels; 12:6 and parallels; Matt. n:i9 = Luke 7:34; cf. Matt. 10:40; 15:34; 
Luke 4:18; 10:16. 

16 Luke 19:10. A comparison of John 4:25 and 4:42 shows that the term 
"Savior" was one of the synonyms of "Messiah." 

x * Wrede, Das Messiasgeheimnis in den Evangelien, 1901; Merx, Die vier kano- 
nischen Evangelien nach ihrem altesten bekannten Texte, I (1897); II, 1, Das Evangelium 
Matthaus (1902); 11, 2, Die Evangelien des Markus und Lukas (1905); Nathaniel 
Schmidt, The Prophet of Nazareth (1907). 

18 Wellhausen, Einleitung in die drei ersten Evangelien (1905), 92 ff. Almost as 
valueless is the view of Schweitzer (Von Reimarus zu Wrede [1906], 393), that Jesus kept 
his messiahship a secret to himself and his disciples until betrayed by Judas. 
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is overwhelming that Jesus did consider himself the Messiah. 
It will perhaps suffice to review this evidence very briefly. 19 

In our gospel of Mark the first admission of messiahship on the 
part of Jesus occurs at Caesarea Philippi, when Jesus asked his 
disciples who men said he was. 20 That he made the admission 
here is the only adequate explanation of the series of predictions 
which follow. To take his charge to the disciples to "tell no man" 
of it as a denial is simply to beg the question. Again when John 
the Baptist sends an embassy to ask Jesus point blank if he is the 
Messiah, he answers by describing his work in phrases prophetically 
messianic. 21 Even more expressly involving messiahship is Jesus' 
reply to the Sons of Zebedee when they ask to share the highest 
honors of his messianic kingdom. 22 The Triumphal Entry and 
the Cleansing of the Temple, 23 however possible it may be that the 
coloring has been heightened in transmission, are unmistakable 
messianic acts. The question of Jesus concerning the Messiah 
as the Son of David 24 could never have been invented by the 
church, yet it unquestionably implies either that Jesus as Messiah 
is not the Son of David, or that he is the Messiah in a higher than 
the generally accepted political sense. 25 Most unmistakable of all 
is the final confession before the high priest 26 and Pilate 27 at the 
trial, reinforced as it is by the fact that he was sentenced ostensi- 
bly as a revolutionary aspirant for the Jewish throne, 28 that as such 
he was mocked, 29 and that he was crucified with the ironical but 
unambiguous inscription over his cross, "The King of the Jews." 30 
The very faith also of his disciples in him as the Messiah after his 

19 Cf. especially Holtzmann, Messianische Bewnsstsein Jesu, 21 f. 

20 Mark 8:27 f. 

21 Matt. 11:4-6 =Luke 7:22, 23; cf. Isa. 35:5, 6; 61:1. 
"Mark 10 135-45 = Matt. 20:20-28. 

2 3 Mark 11:1 f. = Matt. 21:1 f. = Luke 19:29 f. 
2: »Mark 12:35 f. = Matt. 22:41 f.=Luke 20:41 f. 

25 Cf. also the Parable of the Wicked Husbandman, Mark 12 : 1-12 = Matt. 21 : 33- 
46 = Luke 20:9-19. 

26 Mark 14: 62 = Matt. 26: 64 = Luke 22:70. 

27 Mark i5:2 = Matt. 27:n=Luke 23:3; cf. John 18:33 f- 

28 Mark 15:2; cf. Luke 23:2, and John 19:12, 15. 

2 9 Mark 15 : 18 f. and parallels. 
3° Mark 15 : 26 and parallels. 
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resurrection is inexplicable, if Jesus during his lifetime had never 
given justification by suggesting such a claim. The cross was a 
" stumbling-block" 31 too serious for Jewish disciples ever to have 
invented the messiahship of a crucified malefactor. 32 

If, then, we may assume that Jesus' sense of authority bore a 
distinct relationship to his messianic consciousness, when did that 
messianic consciousness first arise ? This question is more impor- 
tant than might be supposed. If the incident of Caesarea Philippi 
marked the birth of the conviction in Jesus' mind, and he was 
helped to it by the faith of his followers, 33 if it sprang up in the 
light of great publicity, 34 or came as the result of long and bitter 
inner struggle, then that sense of authority becomes either some- 
thing ab extra, unrelated to his person, or at least the clarity and 
immediacy of the relation become obscured. Important stric- 
tures must then be made upon the conception of his authority itself, 
as well as obvious theological inferences which we need not mention. 

Do then our sources afford any convincing evidence that Jesus' 
messianic consciousness dates from a period earlier than Caesarea 
Philippi, and from experiences more personal than the applause of 
those around him ? 

Three things seem to have stood at the beginning in the earliest 
sources of our Synoptic Gospels: the Preaching of John, the Bap- 
tism, and the Temptation of Jesus. They must have had an 
initial significance in the earliest gospel tradition. A careful 
study of their details justifies this position. They find their true 
significance only when they are regarded as the opening events of 
the public life of Jesus. The preaching of John was more than 
the occasion of the beginning of Jesus' ministry. John was the 
one person of all Jesus' contemporaries who seems really to have 

3 X I Cor. 1:23. 

3 2 The contents of the title "Son of Man" as applied to himself by Jesus is of 
course important in determining his messianic consciousness. It is too technical a 
problem to be even recapitulated here. It may be said, however, that the great 
majority of scholars interpret it as messianic, and believe that Jesus applied it to 
himself. 

33 Reville, Jesus de Nazareth, II, 189-207; Pfleiderer, Die Entstehung des Chris- 
tentums (1905), 101. 

34 Arno Neumann, Jes7is, Eng. trans., 125. 
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influenced him. 35 According to both our sources, the burden of 
John's preaching was the coming of a stronger than he who should 
inaugurate a new era in the life of Israel. 36 Jesus' acceptance of 
the initiatory rite of baptism shows how deeply he was impressed 
with the significance of John's new movement. By that rite he 
dedicated himself to the new enterprise, which was in prospect at 
least essentially messianic. But our sources also make it unmis- 



ST. JOHN THE BAPTIST 

takably clear that the rite itself was of unique significance to 
Jesus' conception of his own place in the movement. It is our 
especial task to determine what that significance was. 

The two features in the synoptic account of the Baptism of 
Jesus which are most indicative of its meaning are the descent 
of the Spirit, and the voice from heaven. It has become general 

35 Matt. n:7-i9 = Luke 7:18-35; cf. Denney, Jesus and the Gospel, 178, 228. 

36 Mark 1:7 and paralells; Matt. 3:i2=Luke 3:17. 
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among expositors today to regard these as pictorial representations 
of spiritual experiences of Jesus. 37 It is very evident that there 
has been a gradual " externalizing" of the accounts. According 
to Mark, Jesus is the only person affected, 38 and without detracting 
at all from the reality of the experiences recorded, we may regard 
them as confined to his spiritual consciousness, the substance of 
which he related to his disciples on some subsequent occasion. 39 
The figurative anguage reminds one strikingly of other sayings 
of Jesus, "I beheld Satan fallen as lightning from heaven," for 
example. 40 If the significance of the Baptism then lies in its mean- 
ing as an experience for Jesus himself, it immediately becomes an 
event of great importance in determining the nature of his self- 
consciousness. 

Our synoptic evangelists regard the Baptism, and this descent 
of the Spirit in particular, as a sort of consecration or anointing of 
Jesus for his messianic work. 41 That Jesus should have also so 
regarded it is not improbable. Psychologically we should expect, 
if Jesus came to regard himself as the Messiah, he would, after the 
analogy of the Old Testament prophets, have had some outstand- 
ing religious experience which made his life-vocation clear to 
him. 42 The early chapters of Acts bear out this conception in not 

37 Cf . Bruce, Expositor's Greek Testament, I, 86 f . ; Sanday, Hastings' Dictionary of 
the Bible, II, 611; B. Weiss, Leben Jesu, I, 299 f.; Mathews, Messianic Hope in the 
New Testament, 84 f., and especially J. Weiss, Die Schriften des Neuen Testaments, 64 f.; 
Klostermann, Hatidbuch znm Neuen Testament, II, 8; Denney, op. cit., 179. 

38 Mark 1:9-11 = Matt. 3:16, i7=Luke 3:21, 22. Observe "he saw" in Mark 
refers to both the rending of the heavens and the descent of the Spirit. Matthew 
makes it refer to the descent alone, and prefixes "lo" to both the opening of the 
heavens and the statement concerning the voice. Luke makes it all general and 
external by omitting the "he saw" altogether, and materializes the descent of the 
Spirit by adding "in a bodily form," and another word in the original (yevtcrBai), 
which externalizes the voice. 

39 Perhaps at Caesarea Philippi; cf. Garvie, Studies of the Inner Life of Jesus, 
129; Bacon, American Journal of Theology (1898), 541 f.; (1902), 236 f.; cf. however, 
Beginnings of Gospel Story (1909), 11, and "Jesus or Christ ?" Hibbert Journal Supple- 
ment (1909), 213 f., where Professor Bacon seems to have abandoned his previous 
position. 

40 Luke 10: 18; cf. von Soden, Die wichtigsten Fragen im Leben Jesn (1909), 74. 

41 Cf. Bornemann, Taufe Christi (1896), 16 f. 

4 2 Compare the visions of Isaiah (6: if.), Jeremiah (1:4 f.), and Ezekiel (1:1), 
the call of Amos (7: 14 f.), at the beginning of their prophetic work — all of which must 
have been familiar to Jesus. The verbiage of the accounts recalls Ezek. 1:1, "the 
heavens were opened, and I saw visions of God." 
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only regarding Jesus as " anointed," 43 but also dating this anoint- 
ing from the Baptism of John. 44 But the decisive thing is that 
the Old Testament passages, with which the descent of the Spirit 
and the content of the voice connect themselves, illuminate the 
whole incident, when it is regarded as a spiritual experience by which 
Jesus became aware of his messianic vocation. These passages 
are found in Isaiah and the Psalms. "And there shall come forth 
a shoot out of the stock of Jesse and a branch out of his roots shall 
bear fruit. And the spirit of Jehovah shall rest upon hint" (Isa. 
11: 1, 2a); "Behold my servant, whom I uphold; my chosen, in 
whom my soul delighteth. I have put my Spirit upon him; he will 
bring forth justice to the gentiles" (Isa. 42:1); u The Spirit of the 
Lord Jehovah is upon me; because Jehovah hath anointed me to 
preach good tidings unto the meek" (Isa. 61:1; cf. Luke 4:18 f.). 
"Jehovah said unto me, Thou art my son; this day have I begotten 
thee" 45 (Ps. 2:4); "Thou hast loved righteousness, and hated 
wickedness: therefore God, thy God, hath anointed thee with the 
oil of gladness above thy fellows" (Ps. 45:7); "He shall cry unto 
me, Thou art my Father, my God, and the rock of my salvation. 
I also will make him my first-born" (Ps. 89: 26, 27a). 

Though it is true the evidence for the messianic interpretation 
of the second psalm, as well as the Servant of Jehovah passages of 
Isaiah, in the times of Jesus is slighter than we should expect, 46 
yet once we admit that the account of the Baptism is not the 
invention of the church, 47 and that these words "from heaven" 

« Acts 4:27. 

44 Acts 10:38. Professor Bacon {Beginnings of Gospel Story, 11) seems to con- 
fuse the use of the resurrection in these chapters "to evince" Jesus' messiahship, or to 
represent its realization in power (cf. Rom. 1:4), with the idea of its inception. The 
secondary features in the accounts of the Baptism by which the descent of the Spirit 
and the voice are conceived as evidences or authentications of Jesus' messiahship, must 
not be made to discredit the messianic significance of the event for Jesus as indicated 
by the earlier form of the tradition. 

45 The western form of the Lukan text of the words heard at the Baptism, "Thou 
art my son; today have I begotten thee," has considerable to commend it (cf. Zahn, 
Einleitung, II, 356 f.; Blass, Evangelium secundum Lucam, xxxvii f., 14). We wish, 
however, to refrain from using as an argument what may be only a conformation of 
the text to that of the second psalm. 

46 Cf. Dalman, Worte Jesu, 219 f.; Mathews, Messianic Hope in the New Testa- 
ment, 46 f. 

47 So Usener, Religions geschichtliche Untersuchungen, Teil I. 
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had a meaning for Jesus himself, then their messianic connection 
is unavoidable. 

It is admitted by all that fundamental in Jesus' self -conscious- 
ness was his unique sense of sonship. Whatever its content, it 
lies at the basis of all he had to bring mankind. Now it is note- 
worthy that the central thought in all these passages is sonship. 
In the whole Old Testament, Israel is regarded as the "son" of 
Jehovah, and in the passages quoted, Israel is represented by the 
two loftiest personifications characteristic of that Old Testament 
— the ideal theocratic king and the Servant of Jehovah. That 
in Jesus' conception of his mission both these elements entered — 
that of the ideal kingdom of God on earth, and of the suffering 
Servant of Jehovah — and that they had a unique relation to his 
consciousness of sonship cannot, I think, be doubted. 48 To 
eliminate them means to deny his messianic consciousness entirely, 
and to disavow the primitive character of the section of Mark 
frequently called "the Doctrine of the Cross.' 149 A third concep- 
tion, that of the Apocalyptic "Son of Man/ 1 is really an outgrowth 
of the conception of the kingdom in the light of Daniel 7:2-27. 
And if, in spite of some recent criticism, Jesus employed it in refer- 
ence to himself, it heightens the probability that Jesus applied to 
himself also these two other Old Testament personifications. In 
them Jesus' unique sense of divine sonship found expression. Not 
that the latter was first realized at the Baptism. Even if no value 
be attached to Luke's story of the boy of Twelve in the Temple, 50 
the ethical implications of his sonship require its earlier realiza- 
tion. But rather that, in the exalted moment of his dedication 
to the great messianic movement John had inaugurated, Jesus 
realized that this unique sonship singled him out as the one chosen 
of God to establish his kingdom, and that his mission was not to 
be that of earthly conquest, but of vicarious suffering for others. 
Understood thus, these words not only throw new light on the 
Baptism, but become the explanation of his whole conception of 
his mission — a mission which his disciples never appreciated until 
his work was finished. 

48 Cf. H. A. A. Kennedy, "The Self-Consciousness of Jesus and the Servant of 
the Lord," Expository Times (May, June, July, August, 1908); Garvie, Studies in 
the Inner Life of Jesus, 119 f.; Mathews, op. cit., 112 f.; Denney, op. cit., 177 f. 

49 Mark 8:31 — 9:37. 5° Luke 2:41-51. 
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The other feature of the Baptism — the descent of the Spirit — 
expresses the corresponding consciousness of divine equipment 
for his mission. It is the corollary of the sense of messianic son- 
ship. After the analogy of God's special agents in the Old Tes- 
tament, Moses, 51 the kings of Israel, 52 the prophets, 53 and the Serv- 
ant of Jehovah in particular, 54 this equipment by the Spirit with 
power Jesus must have conceived as necessary before he began 
his messianic work. 55 And the picture of the heavens opened 
and the Spirit descending as a dove implies that Jesus realized 
that from the moment of his baptism he was endued with those 
powers of the Spirit of God necessary for the carrying out of his 
exalted vocation. 

In a unique way, the story of the Temptation confirms all this. 56 
It is found in both our synoptic sources, and the words from the 
second source ("Q"), "If thou be the Son of God/' imply and 
corroborate this narrative of the baptism in Mark, connecting 
themselves as they do with the voice from heaven, "Thou art my 
beloved son." The character of the Temptation is distinctly 
messianic — not personal. It is not: Should he use these new 
powers for selfish ends ? but, should he strive to set his people free, 
and found a universal empire on righteousness? Should he 
inaugurate a new era of fertility, prosperity, and justice, such as 
was included in the messianic hopes of his day ? To do this would 
imply the spectacular, conspiracy, intrigue, the sword. Was it thus 
"the will of God was to be done on earth as it is done in heaven" ? 
Here was the temptation. It was the nature of his messianic 
kingdom, and the means by which it should be realized. 57 From 
the Temptation onward until the open confession by the Twelve 
at Caesarea Philippi, there is no evidence of hesitation or inde- 
cision on the part of Jesus. Even though the Fourth Gospel's 

51 Num. 11:17. 53 11 Kings 2:9, 15. 

52 1 Sam. 10:6, 10; II Sam. 23:2. 5 ^ Isa. 11:2; 42:1; cf. 61:1. 

55 For the way in which Jesus' miracles and higher knowledge are connected with 
the Spirit of God, cf. B. Weiss, Leben Jesn, 1, pp. 305 f.; Theologie des Neuen Tes- 
taments, 18. 

56 Cf. B. Weiss, op. cit., 68; Denney, op. cit., 186 f.; Mathews, op. cit., 91; 
Sanday, op. cit. 612; Harnack, What Is Christianity? 149 f.; for a defense of the 
authenticity of the Temptation story as from Jesus' mouth, cf. O. Holtzmann, Mes- 
siasbewusstsein Jesu, 13 f. 

57 Garvie, op. cit., 128 f. 
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account of an early Judean ministry be excluded, Jesus' messianic 
consciousness is presupposed by the Synoptics from the start. 
He speaks with authority, 58 he performs mighty works, 59 he is con- 
scious of uniquely possessing the Spirit of God, 60 he answers John 
the Baptist by an appeal to Scripture for him unmistakably mes- 
sianic, 61 he claims to be greater than Jonah or Solomon. 62 Surely 
these are indications of a consciousness whose messianic character 
it is impossible to deny. Nor is all this based on but one of the 
sources of our Synoptic Gospels (Q). "St. Mark indeed knows as 
little of a development in our Lord's consciousness as Q; he also, 
like Q, places the revelation of the divine Sonship (the messiah- 
ship) at the beginning of our Lord's ministry." 63 "On their 
(Q and Mark's) united testimony the assault of destructive critical 
views, however necessary these are to easily self-satisfied research, 
will ever be shattered to pieces." 64 Subjective criticism therefore 
aside, so far as our documentary sources for the life of Jesus are 
concerned, nothing could be more firmly authenticated than the 
messianic consciousness of Jesus from the very beginning of his 
ministry. 

In conclusion, it remains only to be said that historical criticism 
of our sources seems to justify the messianic character of the bap- 
tismal experience of Jesus. If, then, at the very beginning of his 
career he was conscious that in himself the highest aspirations of 
the psalmists and prophets of his people had their realization — 
and that back of and giving reality and power to all this was his 
absolutely complete and perfect filial relationship to God, 65 is it 
so surprising that this "Son of Man" spoke with an authority 
that is without parallel among other children of men ? 

58 1 : 22, 27, and parallels. 59 Mark 1 : 25 f. et passim. 

60 Mark 1:12 and parallels; 3 : 29, 30 and parallels. 

61 Matt. n:4-6 = Luke 7:22, 2^. 62 Matt. 12:41, 42 = Luke 11:31,32. 

6 3Harnack, The Sayings of Jesus, 247; cf. also, What Is Christianity? 149: 
"An inner event which Jesus experienced at his baptism was, in the view of this 
oldest tradition, the foundation of his messianic consciousness. It is not an experi- 
ence which is subject to any criticism; still less are we in a position to contradict it. 
On the contrary, there is a strong probability that when he made his public appear- 
ance he had already settled accounts with himself. ; ' 

64 Harnack, The Sayings of Jesus, 249. 

65 Sanday, Christologies, Ancient and Modem, 181 f. 



